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Leaders of the broad coalition Limon en Lucha, composed of more than 50 Costa Rican labor unions
and civic organizations in the province of Limon, called off a general strike after reaching agreement
with the government on a list of 200 social and economic demands. The Sept. 3 pact ended months
of protests and violent confrontations with police that interrupted operations in the Caribbean port
of Limon. The province has been the site of labor unrest and protests regarding President Jose Maria
Figueres's economic restructuring plan.
The most recent upheaval threatened to shut down the port, which handles most of the country's
export and import cargo traffic. The protests began in April, when Limon en Lucha was formed to
oppose the comptroller general's approval of contracts with 15 private firms to handle the loading
and unloading of port cargo. The Figueres administration hoped to make the port more competitive
by breaking the 25-year hold that three stevedore firms have had on the port's cargo handling.
Companies attempting to move into competition say they could lower cargo-handling costs by up
to 30%. Stevedore unions insisted that there is not enough work for 15 companies and that the new
concessions would mean less work and lower wages.
On the other hand, the Limon-area docks are considered slow and inefficient in servicing ships
because of entrenched unions that defend expensive wage and compensation packages for their
members. Despite claims that the unions run up the cost of port operations, the city of Limon suffers
high unemployment and poverty and the province is the poorest in the nation. The protest against
the concessions became the central issue in the provincewide Limon en Lucha movement. However,
the movement's list of demands is wide-ranging, calling for immediate government action to
stimulate job creation and to improve health care, housing, and education throughout the province.
Limon en Lucha's coordinating committee claims that the unemployment rate in the province is
68% for women and 42.6% for men. "Limon has been seriously neglected, and that has to do with
racism, because the majority of the population is black," said Francisco Avendano, president of
the human rights organization Comision para la Defensa de los Derechos Humanos en Costa Rica.
Avendano added that the province has been saturated with police ready to put down strikes and
other disturbances so that port traffic will not be interrupted. Some 400 heavily armed police were
said to be deployed in the port city. However, the government insisted that the police were there to
fight drug trafficking.
Negotiations that began in May resulted in government concessions over the summer on some
of the movement's social and economic demands, but Limon en Lucha representatives were not
satisfied with the government's reluctance to reduce the number of port concessions from 15 to
four. In August, they switched to a compromise solution, proposing that the government turn the
port over to the port authority (Junta Administrativa Portuaria y de Desarrollo Economico de la
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Vertiente Atlantica, JAPDEVA). JAPDEVA would then run the port until the concessions for cargo
handling could be turned over to companies formed by the dock workers. When negotiations
stalled, the movement leaders warned that they would escalate protests to force the government to
back down. Residents of the Cieneguita section of Limon blocked roads on Aug. 13 in an attempt
to shut down the port but were dispersed by police. Eleven people were injured in the melee and
required hospitalization. Movement leaders said they had not authorized the Cieneguita action but
blamed the government for the conditions that led to the violence. In another clash the following
week between demonstrators and riot police, 100 people were reported injured by tear gas.
As tensions mounted and the movement leaders threatened an indefinite general strike, human
rights organizations warned that Limon was becoming a social time bomb. Violence erupted again
on Aug. 26, resulting in four more injuries. One person was shot dead during the disturbances,
apparently by the owner of a restaurant who was trying to protect his property from looters.
Several businesses were looted and damaged, with losses estimated at US$300,000. The Chamber
of Commerce asked merchants to close their shops to avoid further incidents. Port operations were
slowed by the protests and work stoppages while hospital workers joined in a sympathy strike,
shutting Limon hospitals to all but emergency care.
Danilo Powell, head of the movement's coordinating committee, blamed the violence on the
government's refusal to act swiftly on the Limon en Lucha demands. Finally, on Sept. 3, movement
leaders called off the two-week-old strike after reaching an agreement with government negotiators
headed by the treasury vice minister, Marvin Taylor. The breakthrough came when the government
agreed to set minimum cargo-handling fees to prevent companies from bidding low to attract
business and forcing workers to take less in wages. However, the companies argued that the
minimum rates would reduce business and result in job losses. The agreement includes a
government commitment to build a new cemetery in Limon, improve public security, install electric
service in the Loma Linda section of the city, and establish pensions for former railroad workers.
Also in the pact is a promise to increase the minimum wage for dock workers and the inclusion of
the workers in a commission to review the requirements for companies bidding for port concessions.
The comptroller general blocked a movement proposal to reduce the number of concessions from 15
to four, but government negotiators agreed to order JAPDEVA to consult with the attorney general
to see if the four concessions may be legally awarded to companies owned by dock workers. The
government refused to accept another major demand that an administration bill to privatize the
ports, airports, and railroads be withdrawn from the legislature for the duration of the Figueres
administration.
Instead, the government agreed to withdraw the bill temporarily and to reintroduce it only after
securing a broad national consensus on the privatization. Figueres signed the pact on Sept. 10,
though movement coordinator Powell noted that several demands are yet to be negotiated including
an end to what he called the persecution of banana workers unions in the province. [Sources: Tico
Times (Costa Rica), 06/30/96; Agence France-Presse, 08/7/96, 08/22/96; Inter Press Service, 08/26/96,
08/28/96; Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala), 08/29/96; Informatica Internacional, 09/04/96;
La Nacion (Costa Rica), 05/21/96, 05/25/96, 06/23/96, 08/08/96, 08/13/96, 08/20/96, 08/28/96, 09/03/96,
09/04/96, 09/05/96, 09/11/96]
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